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The labor organization Congreso del Trabajo (CT) is planning to file a legal challenge against the
latest average increase of 5.78% in the minimum wage. In late December, the Comision Nacional
de Salarios Minimos (CNSM) raised the minimum wage to 42.15 pesos (US$4.61) per day in Zone
A, which comprises the Mexico City metropolitan area; to 40.10 pesos (US$4.38) in Zone B, which
covers larger cities like Guadalajara and Monterrey; and to 38.30 pesos (US$4.19) in Zone C, which
encompasses the rest of the country.
The CT and other labor organizations had sought an across-the-board increase of 25% in the
minimum wage, but labor representatives in the CNSM were unable to push through a raise
this large. Labor leaders had won a small victory when their allies, the long-governing Partido
Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) and the center-left Partido de la Revolucion Democratica (PRD),
successfully blocked a plan by President Vicente Fox's administration to extend the value-added tax
(impuesto al valor agregado, IVA) to food, medicines, and other basic goods. But that victory was
eroded by the very small increase in the minimum wage approved by the CNSM.

Labor leaders say small increase violates Constitution
Labor leaders said they would bring the issue before the nation's highest court (Suprema Corte de
Justicia de la Nacion, SCJN), because the low increase violates a section of the Mexican Constitution
that requires that a minimum wage be sufficient "to maintain a family." This is the first time labor
has sought assistance from the SCJN, even though increases in the minimum-wage have been just
as small in recent years.
Among other things, critics argue that the small increase in the minimum wage is insufficient to
compensate for the continuing decrease in the purchasing power of Mexican workers. Economist
Julio Boltvinik of the Colegio de Mexico said workers must now work twice as long to afford the
basket of basic consumer goods as they did in 1963. "This small increase in the minimum wage
is ridiculous," said Boltvinik, a frequent critic of the neoliberal policies adopted by Fox and the
previous three presidential administrations. "The recovery in the purchasing power of workers is
again postponed."
Boltvinik said there is little evidence of political will to help the working class. "My point is that
the only public discussion we see involves minimum wage," said Boltvinik. "We are not seeing any
serious policies that promote an increase in salaries."
Columnist Jorge A. Villamil Rivas of the Mexico City daily newspaper Unomasuno said labor
representatives in the CNSM did not push hard enough for a higher increase in the minimum wage
during end-of-the-year negotiations. "This was one of the worst revisions of the minimum wage in
memory," said Villamil.
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Some business representatives in the CNSM had opposed the rates for Zones B and C because
these increases were higher than the annual inflation of 4.5% forecast for 2002. This position was
presented by some business leaders before the actual wage increase was announced in December.
"If we implement salary increases above 4.5% for next year, we are harming employment and
the national productive apparatus," Javier Prieto de la Fuente, president of the Confederacion de
Camaras Industriales (CONCAMIN), said in early November.
The Fox administration has asked businesses and labor leaders to voluntarily impose limits on
salary increases and place a greater priority on job creation. That proposal was immediately rejected
by labor representatives. "This is a proposal that caters only to the needs of the business sector,"
said Enrique Aguilar Borrego, the CT's vice president of economic matters. The CT and its sister
organization, the Confederacion de Trabajadores de Mexico (CTM), reminded member unions
that the 5.78% increase affects only the minimum wage and should not be taken into account when
pressing other salary demands.
Francisco Hernandez Juarez, leader of the Union Nacional de Trabajadores (UNT), offered a
similar message to unions belonging to his organization, which have been asked to approach salary
negotiations on a case-by-case basis. "Negotiations should be free and according to the economic
capacity of each company," said Hernandez, who is also the leader of the telephone workers union
(Sindicato de Telefonistas de la Republica Mexicana, STPRM).

New proposal emerges to replace minimum-wage commission
Some members of the CT are renewing efforts to eliminate the CNSM and replace it with a more
relevant organization. A spokesperson for the Federacion de Sindicatos de Trabajadores al Servicio
de los Gobiernos Estatales y Municipales (FSTSGEM) said the labor organization has put forth a
proposal to CNSM president Basilio Gonzalez Nunez to fundamentally change the nature of the
organization. In the FSTSGEM proposal, the CNSM would be renamed the Comision Nacional
de Salarios y Productividad and would have the capacity to create new mechanisms for labor
mediation, training, and education. Businesses would benefit because the organization would
promote productivity and the creation of high-quality goods and services. [Note: Peso-dollar
conversions in this article are based on the Interbank rate in effect on Jan. 23, reported at 9.14 pesos
per US$1.00] (Sources: Novedades, 12/06/01, 12/10/01, 12/20/01; Reforma, 12/20/01; El Financiero,
11/02/01, 12/21/01; Associated Press, 12/27/01; Unomasuno, 01/06/02, 01/11/02, 01/21/02; El Universal,
12/01/01, 12/28/01, 12/29/01, 01/14/02; Milenio Diario, 01/21/02)
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